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B Y 
HENRY KEAZOR 
ALTHOUGH never explicitly hailed as among the high points of Nicolas Pous-sin 's ceuvre, the f ive drawings for his lost or never executed painting of the 
Conversion of St. Paul (figs. 1-5) have frequently 
been the object of attempts to reconstruct their 
chronological sequence. Naturally, the authors of 
catalogues listing the paintings and drawings of 
the French Master, such as those of Walter Fried-
lander, Anthony Blunt, Doris Wild and, recently, 
Pierre Rosenberg and Louis-Antoine Prat, pre­
ponderate. But even Kurt Badt, a scholar more in­
terested in an artistic and intellectual monography 
than a "mere" catalogue raisonne, proposed such 
a possible reconstruction of Poussin 's develop­
ment of the St. Paul theme. The assumption or 
rejection of the idea that Poussin executed and 
dispatched at least one finished painting to its or­
derer, Paul Freart de Chantelou, has gradually 
turned out to be the pivotal question for each 
undertaking: if Poussin is thought to have aban­
doned the whole project after producing only pre­
paratory drawings, the sheets (dispersed among 
collections at Chantilly, London and St Petersburg: 
FIG. 1. - Nicolas POUSSIN. 
Study for the Conversion of 
St. Paul. Chantilly, musee 
Conde. Photo Giraudon. 
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FIG. 2. - Nicolas POUSSIN. 
Study for the Conversion of 
Sr. Paul. St Petersburg, 
H e r m i t a g e . Photo Keyr 
Paravelle. 
figs. 1-5) would testify to one single, though in­
terrupted work process. If, on the other hand, 
Poussin is to be considered as actually having de­
livered a finished painting, any attempt at recon­
structing the chronological sequence of the five 
drawings must deal with the possibility that they 
stem from two distinct creative phases, datable on 
the evidence of epistolary references to around 
1649/50 (the date of the presumed delivery of the 
finished picture) and to 1655/58 (the period in 
which Poussin still spoke of a projected "St. Paul" 
painting for Chantelou). 
* 
In the last fifty years generally held opinions 
have shifted from refusal to acceptance of the 
possibility that Poussin actually delivered the 
painting: Friedlander, in 1939, denied outright the 
possibility that Poussin could have executed the 
painting ', while Blunt, in 1960, wrote already far 
more cautiously that the references found in Pous­
sin's letters of the decisive years 1649/50 were 
quite obscure and so difficult to interpret that "on 
ne voit pas tres bien si Poussin executa le tableau 
ou non" 2. But several years later, he had changed 
his mind, now listing the Conversion under the 
lost paintings, and saying that "it seems almost 
certain that Poussin did execute a 'Conversion of 
St. Paul' for Chantelou in 1649/50" The reason 
for Blunt 's change of mind is found in the frag­
ment of a rough draft letter (fig. 6), dating from 
around 1650 and written by Poussin in French to 
an unknown person, presumably the orderer, to 
whom he reports the speedy dispatch of a "tableau 
de St. paul" 4. Moreover, the painter apologizes to 
this anonymous customer for having made him 
wait six weeks: according to him, the culprit was 
the merchant Pet i t 5 who, as the middleman, forgot 
to inform Poussin about the arrival of "cinquante 
pistoles", the payment for the painting, as well 
as about the request of the patron to send him 
the picture immediately. Since Blunt (and, sub­
sequently, other scholars) identified the addressee 
as Chantelou, it seemed obvious that Poussin, in 
this letter of 1650, was speaking of the finished 
painting depicting the Conversion of St. Paul. A 
possible confusion with his Ecstasy of St. Paul, 
also painted for Chantelou, was ruled out by the 
fact that this work had been executed and de­
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livered seven years ear l ier 6 . Later on, in 1974, 
Blunt also argued against the possibility of ident­
ifying the work in question with Poussin's Ecstasy 
of St. Paul, commissioned by Pierre Scarron and 
painted in that same year, 1650, by pointing out 
that this composition was mentioned explicitly in 
the already cited letter fragment, some lines apart 
from the "tableau de St. pauF1. 
While other scholars had claimed that all f ive 
drawings were studies for the second, never ac­
complished version of the St. Pauls, Blunt for the 
first time made a statement concerning the sheets 
which prepared the preceding, presumedly fin­
ished picture. His choice fell upon the two draw­
ings at St Petersburg (Hermitage 8050) and 
Chantilly (figs. 1 and 2) 9. Rosenberg and Prat in 
their recent catalogue followed Blunt 's idea of 
identifying those sketches which belonged to 
Poussin's first and successful work phase, but ac­
cepted only the Chantilly composition as evidence 
of such l 0 , while they listed the remaining four 
sheets under the never completed second project1 1 . 
As convincing as Blunt's hypothesis of a car­
ried­out, but then lost first version of Poussin's 
Conversion of St. Paul might appear at first sight, 
if considered more closely, it turns out to be 
rather problematic. First, it is indeed hard to im­
agine that such an important painting could have 
vanished from Chantelou's collection without 
leaving any trace of evidence, whether documen­
tary such as inventories, sale contracts, or mere 
references by visitors; or artistic, such as engrav­
ings, copies, or adaptations in sculptured relief. 
Blunt was well aware of this dilemma when he 
tried to anticipate these objections, saying that 
Chantelou possibly gave the picture away before 
it could be mentioned in sources such as the ac­
count of Bernini 's visit in 1665. 
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FIG. 3. - N ico la s POUSSIN. Studies for the Conversion of St. Paul. London. Photo Courtauld Institute of Art. 
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FIG. 4. - Nicolas POUSSIN. Study for the Conversion of St. Paul. 
St Petersburg, Hermitage. Photo Keyr Paravelle. 
But to whom could Chantelou have given the 
picture? And why would he have ordered a new 
version only five years later? How is it possible 
that Poussin - so sensitive to potentially dissatis­
fied customers 12 ­ seems not to have reacted in 
his letters to Chantelou's behaviour of giving 
away a painting, which he had initiated exclusive­
ly for him 13 ? And why doesn' t Poussin, while oc­
cupied with the second version, ever mention this 
first version in his correspondence, as he does re­
garding the two series of the Seven Sacraments, 
painted for Cassiano Dal Pozzo and Chantelou 
which he sometimes compared 14 ? And why, if he 
had already delivered a painting in 1650, for 
which the commission and planning dated from 
1649, is he apologizing in 1657 for having de­
layed for so long the completion of the promised 
work 15 ? If he had begun a second version as late 
as 1655, he would not have felt any reason to 
make such excuses, since he usually allowed wait­
ing­periods of three years to pass with no expla­
nation to the necessarily patient customers 16. 
Moreover, Blunt 's reading of the above cited 
letter fragment also poses problems, since, if in­
terpreted as addressed to Chantelou, some parts 
remain completely incomprehensible: Poussin 
first mentions the "cinquante pistoles pour un ta­
bleau que javois fet pour Mr Scarron", of which 
Petit should have informed him six weeks earlier. 
Four lines later he explicitly refers to this sum, 
paid by Scarron for his Ecstasy of St. Paul, when 
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FIG. 5. - Nicolas POUSSIN. Study for the Conversion of St. Paul. 
St Petersburg, Hermitage. Photo Keyr Paravelle. 
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he writes of it as the "susdits Cinquante pistoles 
(...) qui fut le payment du St paul que je vous ay 
depeint". Hence, Poussin seems to refer in both 
cases to the Scarron picture. But why, if he wrote 
this letter to Chantelou, does he say that he 
painted the Ecstasy for h i m ? And why does he 
then apologize to Chantelou for having made him 
wait so long, when it was actually Scarron who 
had to show patience ? To which painting is Pous­
sin really referring when he writes in the first line 
"vostre tableau de St. paul" ? Could he really have 
been referring to the presumed Chantelou Conver­
sion, when the rest of the letter refers only to 
Scarron 's picture and its hurried d ispa tch? 
* 
FIG. 6. - Nicolas 
POUSSIN. D r a f t e d 
letter written on a 
sheet with two 
drawings. London, 
Bri t i sh Museum. 
Photo museum. 
Since Blunt identified Chantelou as the sup­
posed addressee of the letter without any eviden­
tial support, one is tempted to suggest a different 
reading: Poussin may well have written the frag­
mented letter f rom 1650 not to Chantelou, but to 
Paul Scarron himself . If his lines are considered 
in this light, all the above indicated unintelligible 
and muddled parts suddenly become clear and 
sensible: Poussin announces to Scarron the speedy 
dispatch of his painting depicting the Ecstasy of 
St. Paul, which is to be sent by a special courier 
to make up for lost time; he then tells Scarron 
about his encounter with one of the Petit brothers, 
relating the sentences pronounced by the person 
with whom he was speaking partly in indirect 
speech, and writing therefore of "un tableau que 
javois fet pour Mr Scarron" without intending to 
make any distinction between it and the previous­
ly, as well as subsequently, mentioned picture in 
the transport box ("caisse dans laquelle est vostre 
tableau de St. paul... St paul que je vous ay de­
peint lequel je conseigney audit Sr. Petis bien con­
ditionne, enferme dans un Canon de fer blanc et 
une caisse"). As shown above, the repeated nam­
ing of the sum of f i f ty pistoles is each time related 
to the Ecstasy of St. Paul, which was paid by 
Scarron via the Petit brothers, who informed 
Poussin about the payment and the wishes of his 
customer only af ter a delay of six weeks. It was 
perhaps this omission that made Poussin write and 
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apologize to Scarron in such a humble tone, al­
though he disapproved of him l7. 
But if the presently discussed letter can thus 
be proved to speak only of Scarron's Ecstasy of 
St. Paul and not, as Blunt believed, of Chantelou's 
Conversion of St. Paul, there is no evidence for 
the existence of a finished painting of the Con­
version. As a consequence, the reconstruction of 
the chronological order of Poussin's sketches for 
the Conversion project has to take into account 
that in all probability there never was a first, ex­
ecuted version. 
* 
Therefore, the reconstruction proposals 
presented by Blunt in 1974, as well as the sug­
gestions submitted recently by Rosenberg and Prat 
would at least have to be reconsidered. A closer 
look at the propositions of the other important 
authors reveals, however, that they also should be 
reexamined, since their hypotheses exclude each 
other without showing the slightest compatibility. 
An important factor here seems to be the practice 
whereby scholars seldom exposed openly the main 
ideas which guided their reconstructive arrange­
ment of the sheets; thus, instead of engaging in 
a discussion with the propositions of their col­
leagues, they merely added their own hypotheses 
to those already existing l g . But given the obvious 
pointlessness of consulting stylistic criteria for the 
chronology of the sketches (due also to the fact 
that Poussin's drawing style didn' t change either 
dramatically or gradually enough between 1649 
and 1658), it seems all the more astonishing that 
no one ever tried to consider the Poussin drawings 
for the Conversion in light of the possible sources 
the French Master might have consulted during 
his lengthy, though finally incompleted work pro­
cess. Only Friedlander tended to do so in his first 
attempt to put the five sheets in chronological 
order; but he made only casual references to 
possible borrowings from famous prototypes, such 
as Michelangelo's Cappella Paolina fresco in the 
Vatican, Francesco Salviati 's efforts in wall ­ a n d 
ease l ­ painting (fresco and picture in Rome, Pa­
lazzo della Cancelleria, resp. Galleria Doria Pam­
philij), and Raphael 's tapestry composition 
(Rome, Vatican). Moreover, they were never cited 
as reasons for the chronological arrangement es­
F I G . 7. - Nicolas P O U S S I N . 
The Crucifixion. Hartford, 
W a d s w o r t h A t h e n e n m 
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FIG. 8. - Roman sarcophagus. Endymion. New York, Metropolitan Museum. Photo museum. 
tablished by Friedlander. Nevertheless, he was the 
first to attempt a systematic comparison between the 
five existing drawings and the known letters in 
which Poussin informs Chantelou about the progress 
of his work 19. He dated the sketches which he had 
identified as opening the cycle (London, private col­
lection: fig. 3) to about 165020 . But when a letter 
on the back of this drawing was correctly dated by 
Blunt to 1657 2 I , the problem of opening the series 
of drawings with this sheet should have become ob­
vious, since the project is mentioned by Poussin in 
his correspondence long before that date2 2 : thus, 
eight years were thought to have been elapsed be­
tween Poussin's tackling the project and the first 
surviving sketch for it. 
But Blunt nevertheless accepted and adopted 
Friedlander 's position. According to the latter, the 
squared modello in the Hermitage 5128 (fig. 4) 
followed next, although probably executed under 
his instructions by a pupil, rather than by Poussin 
h imse l f 2 3 . Appearing then in Friedlander 's recon­
struction are Hermitage 5134 24 and 8050 (figs. 5 
and 2), followed by the Chantilly drawing (fig. 1). 
Even if this arrangement seems to be justified in 
some ways by connected motifs uncommented on 
by Friedlander himself (see the kicking horse in 
Hermitage 5128, seen in an inverted position on 
the upper right side of the London sheet: figs. 3 
and 4), given the lack of continuity between the 
so arranged drawings, it is no wonder that Blunt 
tried an alternative sequence in 1960. Like Fried­
lander, he opened up his series with the London 
drawing (fig. 3) and finished with the Chantilly 
sketch (fig. 1), but proposed that Hermitage 5134 
(fig. 5) should be followed by Hermitage 8050 
(fig. 2), and the Hermitage modello (fig. 4). But 
actually, Hermitage 5134 (fig. 5) breaks into the 
coherent compositional texture of the other draw­
ings, introducing a totally new idea, so that it is 
difficult to imagine it in the very middle of the 
creative process. Moreover, Blunt ignored the 
motif connection between the modello and the 
London sheet (figs. 3 and 4), and, like Friedlander 
before him, took no notice of the fact that Her­
mitage 8050 (fig. 2) seems not to be intended to 
prepare the whole composition itself, but rather 
to outline its left side: unlike the other drawings 
it does not represent St. Paul, but only his rearing 
horse, while its thrown­off rider must be imagined 
beyond the right border of the sheet, being ob­
served by the horseman in the centre 2 5 . Further­
more, it seems more plausible to seek a 
connection between this sketch and the Chantilly 
drawing (fig. 1), where the same type of rearing 
horse can be observed 2 6 . Even though in Blunt's 
reconstruction it is difficult to trace any real com­
positional development in Poussin's work, his 
scheme established a generally accepted solution 
to the problem 2 7 . It was Blunt himself, in 1974, 
who revised this arrangement, which needed to be 
corrected, since its author in the meantime be­
lieved in two separate work phases 2fi. Hence, he 
now attached Hermitage 8050 and the Chantilly 
drawing (figs. 1 and 2) to the first and apparently 
accomplished project, while relative to the other 
drawings, he chose the grouping proposed earlier 
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FIG. 9. - Etienne DELAUNE. The Con­
version of St. Paul, engraving. Paris, 
Bibl iotheque nat ionale. Photo B.N. 
by Friedlander. So the London sheet, the Hermitage 
modello (now accepted as from Poussin's own 
hand), and Hermitage 5134 (figs. 3, 4, 5) again 
formed a sequence, this time considered as recon­
structing the development of the supposed second 
version 29. But since Blunt again withheld his argu­
ments for this arrangement, his reconstruction was 
challenged by Rosenberg and Prat. Like him, they 
considered the Chantilly sheet to be a survival 
from the first phase, but listed in their catalogue 
all the other drawings under the second version, 
thus tearing apart the apparent connection be­
tween the Chantilly drawing and Hermitage 8050 
(figs. 1 and 2). Furthermore, they only accepted 
FIG. 10. ­ Nicolas POUSSIN. Study for Moses defending the daughters of Jethro at the well. Paris, Louvre. Photo R.M.N. 
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FIG. 11. - Roman marble relief. 
Marcus Curtius Rufus flinging him­
self into the Gulf. Rome, Villa Bor-
ghese. Photo Istituto Centrale per il 
Catalogo e la Documentazione. 
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the sequence of the London sheet and the Her­
mitage modello (figs. 3 and 4), assigning Hermitage 
8050 and 5134 (figs. 2 and 5) to a new, albeit large­
ly unintelligible sequence. Nevertheless, like Blunt 
they considered Hermitage 5134 to be the "autre 
pensee" which Poussin announced to Chantelou in 
November, 1658 30, thus rejecting the already fixed 
and apparently final composition of which he had 
spoken to Chantelou in March, 1658 31. 
But why was Poussin so suddenly displeased 
with such a hard earned resul t? What had he in­
vented ­ o r seen ­ that made him abandon a nearly 
completed work and wish to start anew, even at 
the risk of lacking the strength to live again 
through all the troubles he had just ove rcome 3 2 ? 
In the case of the St. Paul drawings, as already 
mentioned above, there have been astonishingly 
few attempts to examine the possible impact upon 
Poussin of previous interpretations of this subject, 
as well as that of other visual sources upon an 
artist searching for inspiration. Blunt, in 1974, no­
ticed the parallel between the figure of St. Paul 
in the Chantilly drawing (fig. 1) and that of Adam 
in the Crucifixion from 1645/46 (Hartford, Con­
necticut; fig. 7 ) 3 3 , but he failed to specify that 
both were due to the antique prototype of Endy­
mion, as often represented on Roman sarcophagi 
(illustrated here with an example from a sarco­
phagus in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New 
York; fig. 8 ) 3 4 . Since Poussin finished the paint­
ing with the Crucifixion only three years before 
he turned to Chantelou's St. Paul picture, this 
double recourse to the same antique relief figure 
could support the hypothesis 3 5 that the Chantilly 
sheet formed the starting point for Poussin's St. 
Paul project. Hermitage 8050 (fig. 2) could then 
be considered as following next, since it repre­
sents a kind of re­arrangement of the main motifs 
developed in the Chantilly drawing, which were 
then used to create only the left part of the mis­
sing principal scene: hence, we f ind again the 
rearing horse (now shifted to the right) checked 
from behind by a man, as well as the group of 
kneeling and stumbling prisoners being beaten by 
a soldier (here entering the scene from the left). 
But the Chantilly sheet also announces still an­
other visual source which Poussin might have 
consulted during his search: the opening in the 
clouds out of which Christ is addressing St. Paul 
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FIG. 12. - Pierre MIGNARD. Moses 
and the Brazen Serpent. Oldenburg, 
Gemaldegaler ie . Photo museum. 
is possible evidence that he knew Etienne De-
laune's engraving with the Conversion of St. Paul, 
distributed in Rome in 1567 by Mario Cartaro 
(fig. 9 ) 3 6 . This becomes even clearer if the left 
side of the London sheet is considered as the third 
sketch of the series (fig. 3), where St. Paul is not 
yet (as in the Chantilly drawing) being thrown off , 
but is slipping from the saddle of his fallen horse 
and being helped by an assistant in the same way 
as in the Delaune engraving 3 7 . Poussin only 
slightly changed the position of St. Paul 's left arm 
and turned the horse in the opposite direction 38 
(fig. 10). On the right side of the London sheet, 
he tried an amalgamation of the hitherto de­
veloped motifs: we find the rearing horse from 
the Chantilly drawing on the right, being checked 
from behind, while its rider, St. Paul, now lies in 
a similiar position on the ground, as inspired by 
the Delaune engraving. But above this composi­
tion, Poussin has noted the image of a kicking 
horse, seen from behind, as he had already shown 
in the second sketch, Hermitage 8050 (fig. 2), 
where it is being ridden by the soldier who is 
looking to the right edge of the sheet. In this way, 
Poussin prepared the Hermitage modello (fig. 4), 
which, apart f rom its squaring, also corresponds 
to Poussin 's announcement to Chantelou in 
March, 1658 "Jei areste la disposition de la Co-
nuersion de St paul"39 in so far as it joins 
together all the main motifs of the previous sket­
ches: the kicking horse from Hermitage 8050 and 
the London drawing (figs. 2 and 3) now belongs 
to St. Paul, who is lying on the ground in a po­
sition achieved through a combination of the En­
dymion and Delaune's St. Paul (see the legs 
pedalling in the air). Also derived from the De­
laune engraving are the protruding, U­shaped 
clouds out of which Christ points down. The 
figure of the man beside the horse, kneeling and 
protecting himself from the horse 's hooves, has 
its origin in the second sketch, Hermitage 8050 
(fig. 2), where he is seen from the side. Finally, 
the group with the beaten prisoners, developed in 
the Chantilly drawing and Hermitage 8050 (figs. 1 
and 2) now serves as a background scene. 
Given this intricate interplay of carefully de­
veloped and selected motifs, Hermitage 5134 
(fig. 5), with its completely new and dramatic de­
sign of St. Paul being flung from horseback to the 
ground, appears that much more a strange in­
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truder. Interestingly enough, apparently after hav­
ing sketched the "startling"40 idea of a thrown 
rider in 1658, Poussin no longer writes in his let­
ters of the Conversion, but for the first time, in­
deed now rather appropriate, of the "Chutte de St. 
Paul"41. 
This formulation becomes all the more intel­
ligible, if one considers a model that seems to 
have intrigued Poussin so much that he even re­
jected the hitherto laboriously developed compo­
sition fixed in the Hermitage modello: his "autre 
pensee" follows down to the smallest details the 
famous high relief, shown in the seventeenth cen­
tury on the southern facade of the Villa Borghese 
in Rome, representing Marcus Curtius Rufus fling­
ing himself into the Gulf (fig. I I ) 4 2 . Like the an­
tique hero, but twisted in the opposite direction, 
St. Paul is now hurled down the crouching back 
of his horse, widespread arms and straddling legs 
stretched out in the a i r 4 3 . How impressed and fas­
cinated Poussin seems to have been by this pose 
can be deduced from the fact that he repeated it 
directly behind the figure of St. Paul (fig. 5), de­
picting this time one of his companions, half 
trying to help the falling rider, half being thrown 
off himself. But unfortunately, at this point, Pous­
sin seems to have been so exhausted that he was 
no longer able to create a coherent scene based 
on this inspiration. In August, 1660, while lament­
ing his worsening illness, which sometimes forced 
him "de mettre les couleurs et les Pinceaus a 
part", he resigned, booking the sum, paid in 1657 
by Chantelou, as an advance on the "St. Paul" 
picture, towards another paint ing4 4 . 
Just as in the Crucifixion (fig. 7), where the 
figure of Endymion served as the model for the 
resurrection of Adam, for his Conversion of St. 
Paul, Poussin again transformed two antique he­
roes into a Christian personality, when he created 
his St. Paul based on the gestures of Endymion 
and Marcus Curtius. Thus, what Badt said about 
Poussin's practise, seems to be confirmed: "Aus 
gleichem antiken Geiste (...) sind bei ihm auch 
die Gestalten der Bibel, des Alt en und des Neuen 
Testamentes hervorgegangen. (...) iiberall herrscht 
die gleiche, gleichmdfJig durchgehaltene Hohe des 
antiken Gotter­ und Menschenbildes" . 
H.K. 
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RESUME. ­ Reconsid4ra,u les dessins de Poussin pour une Conversion de saint Paul. 
Etonnant est l e nombre de tentatives qui ont ete fai tes pour determiner dans quel ordre devaient se succeder chrono­
logiquement les cinq dessins de Poussin relatifs a son projet d ' u n e peinture representant la Conversion de saint Paul, que 
Chantelou lui avail commandee en 1649. Alors que quelques historiens s 'accordent a voir dans un f ragment de lettre, adress6e 
en 1650 par Poussin a un destinataire inconnu, la preuve que le tableau avait ete acheve et delivre a Chantelou (ceci avant 
la seconde version de 1655, egalement pour Chantelou), d 'au t res auteurs envisagent ces dessins comme diverses etudes dest inees 
a une seule commande qui ne vit jamais le jour. Ce que nous proposons ici est de restituer la genese de ces cinq dessins: 
ainsi, pour la premiere fo is est argumentee la maniere dont evolua la composit ion de ce projet , d ' u n dessin a l ' au t re ; nous 
avons egalement cherche a detecter les diverses sources formelles auxquelles Poussin a pu se referer tout au long de l ' e labora t ion 
de cette ceuvre. 
